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Introduction




Darkness Descends is the prequel to the magical-realism books of Chronicle of Ceres. 

 One thousand years ago, our planet flourished in peace and prosperity. Natural magic sustained the world with an endless supply of positive energy. 

There was no famine, no poverty, and no hatred.

Then evil arrived on Earth.

This novella explores how the Yfel Brethren came into existence, why The Cererian Prophecy was created, and how four magicians and one shaman would be chosen to save the world. 

To eradicate evil, there must be sacrifices.








  
  

Chapter 1

Unbearable Bodies





A family of ravens circled the valley, riding the thermals and searching for death. 

Stygian shielded his eyes and squinted into the sun. “This cursed star has followed me for seven days,” he growled. “When will the cold, dark night return?” 

He and his soldiers bunched together on the banks of a small creek meandering through an immense wildflower meadow. The sun’s rays glinted off the gurgling stream—a shimmering silver thread stitched into a fragrant, floral landscape.

“We have arrived in the season of summer, Commander.” Stygian glared at the soldier who spoke. The small man recoiled from his leader’s gaze. Fear paralyzed him, his lips rounded for the next word he intended to speak.

“And?” demanded Stygian. “Speak, Andee, speak!”

Trembling, the soldier stuttered, “The sun…never…uh…sets…in…this…region.” He hung his head, fearing retribution from his commander, expecting the beating that had been meted on all of them since their arrival on Earth seven days earlier.

Stygian sneered and turned away. Closing his eyes, he mumbled a curse. His lips stretched thin from concentration, and his fists clenched in front of his body as the conjuring continued. The long, pointed nail on each thumb stabbed into his palms. Droplets of blood streamed onto the ground, turning the yellow sand into a dark mahogany. The soldiers shifted uneasily, their gazes darting nervously to each other. Their leader acted irrationally, and his unpredictable temper grew more volatile every day. 

In a telepathic chorus, they called out to their comrade: Darrius, can you intervene?

Darrius stood to the side, observing his friend. Blood magic was only used in extreme situations, and Stygian’s actions deeply concerned him.

“Stygian, may I have a word?” Darrius did not address his friend as Commander or Leader. Both men were of equal status and arrived with a shared leadership of the exploration team. But almost immediately upon landing a week earlier, Stygian’s nature began changing. His angry outbursts were commonplace and quickly escalated to vicious beatings for even the most minor infractions. Oftentimes, following a stream of volatile rants Stygian would retreat to his tent for a period of moody isolation.

No longer satisfied with sharing leadership with Darrius, Stygian announced himself to be the commander of their small band of soldiers. Darrius hadn’t pressed the issue at the time. He had no desire to lead, and his friend’s abilities and experience as a shrewd warrior were well-respected on Ceres. But now, with Stygian’s unpredictable nature and the fear exhibited by the soldiers, Darrius doubted his decision to relinquish full control to his friend.

“Darrius, do not bother me,” Stygian cautioned through gritted teeth. A steady stream of blood dripped from his hands forming a dark pool of viscous fluid that spread along the ground.

“Stygian, blood magic is a Cererian ritual. Attempting to perform it in your human form is futile since you won’t be able to discharge the negative energy from your body. You’ll only be successful in losing blood that your body needs to remain alive.” Stygian’s shoulders shuddered. It was a slight movement, but Darrius saw an opening, a sign that his friend was listening. Encouraged, Darrius tried a different tactic—appealing to Stygian’s ego. “Our group cannot carry forth on our mission without our leader. I implore you to stop…now.”

Stygian dropped his hands. Gashes in both palms angrily flared, blood flowed freely onto the ground. He had successfully punctured a hole through each palm, leaving a small exit wound on the back of each hand. He turned toward Darrius. 

“Perhaps you’re right. I wouldn’t want to leave you all alone in this hostile place.” A forced smile flitted across his face as he gazed upward at the sun. “That cursed ball of light infuriates me! I wish I could knock it out of the sky with my thoughts!” He touched his forehead and narrowed his gaze at the sun for several moments. “Alas, I can’t even do that.”

The men studied each other, probing each other’s minds. Darrius sensed anger and disappointment simmering deep within his friend. Stygian smirked, feeling only calm and patience from Darrius. “Darrius, does nothing upset you?” 

Darrius gathered Stygian’s hands and lifted them to his mouth to perform a healing ritual. “You are so predictable,” Stygian sniped. “You have always been the caring one.” Despite the tone in his words, Stygian didn’t resist Darrius’ offer. Stygian’s pupils enlarged, eager to have the healing magic penetrate his skin. This form of energy dove deep into the soul, igniting a fire that coursed through the veins. It pricked the primal areas of Cererian existence and caused incredible pain or pleasure depending on the needs of the recipient.

Carefully cradling his friend’s injured hands, Darrius parted his lips and gently blew. A cooling breath carrying Cererian healing power, brushed over the wounds. Stygian closed his eyes and moaned. After a minute, his eyes flashed open—brilliant emerald, green with specks of fluorescent gold—and he yanked his hands away from Darrius. “Enough, Darrius. I can bear no more.” 

Darrius gazed at his friend. In this body, Stygian was a stranger, a humanoid imposter, residing in that form for one purpose: to explore the planet, collect data, and establish contact with the inhabitants. The being he’s known for over a thousand years existed deep inside this human shell, but Stygian was changing. His demeanor was growing darker each passing day. 

Darrius mulled over the possibilities: Did we miscalculate the effects of this planet’s energy on our human bodies? Are Stygian’s emotional outbursts the unresolved feelings that were buried along with the human host body from where the Harvesters obtained the DNA? 

Like his friend, Darrius possessed the common Cererian trait of intense green eyes. Both men stood over six foot tall and possessed the youthful skin of men in their twenties. But the similarities ended there. Their human bodies were vastly different, like night and day.

Darrius’ smooth mocha skin, black curly hair, and strong jawline contrasted to Stygian’s pale complexion, flaxen hair, and delicate features. The DNA for Darrius was found in the southwest region of the British Isles. Stygian’s body was born of a Nordic warrior found buried deep beneath a glacier just beyond the petrified pillars of a long-forgotten village. 

But these dissimilar physical traits were by design. Each soldier in the expedition carried unique DNA, a careful consideration of the Harvesters who visited Earth decades earlier. Their plan was simple: locate deceased, human donors who represented a diverse cross-section of the world’s population and then reanimate bodies from their harvested DNA. 

Harvesters extracted small amounts of genetic material from cadavers using magical transference by hovering their hands over the body. The rising molecules were captured and immediately shuttled back to Ceres via a portal to the dwarf planet. The first volunteers—Cererian soldiers—fused their energetic lifeforce with the human genetic material. This process involved merging the DNA molecules into the energy cells of the Cererian candidate. Over five days, the volunteers slowly transformed into physical duplicates of their hosts. 

Darrius had encouraged Stygian to join him for the inaugural mission to Earth. They’d been on many explorations throughout the galaxy but had never been to the blue planet. I know you can’t resist a good adventure, Stygian, even if it means shedding your Cererian body for that of an alien. Convincing his friend was easy.

Stygian cocked his head. “Alien…you think of us as aliens?” Lost in his musings, Darrius gazed at his friend through unfocused eyes. “Darrius, did you hear me?”

Abruptly, Darrius’ pupils enlarged as his eyes refocused. His face flushed. A warm smile could not conceal his embarrassment. “You caught me daydreaming. When I look at you, I’m fascinated by all the angles and curves of your human body. Very different from our oval Cererian bodies of pure energy.” 

Stygian winced. He wasn’t one for pleasantries and Darrius’ remarks made him uncomfortable. He abruptly changed the subject. “It would appear that your healing magic worked.” He lifted his hands and flipped them over. His pale skin bore no marks, not even a scar. Darrius nodded, pleased with the results.

Stygian whirled to rejoin his men, but Darrius clamped a hand on his shoulder stopping him. “Stygian?” 

Like a rabid dog, Stygian rushed toward Darrius, his lips curled back from his teeth. “How dare you detain me! Remember your place!”

Confusion fluttered across Darrius’ face as he withdrew his hand. Surrendering to his friend’s fury, Darrius held his palms up. He needed to disarm the situation before it escalated. “My apologies, Stygian. I meant no disrespect.” Darrius dipped his head, a Cererian gesture of respect.

Like a bull poised to charge, Stygian furiously panted, his nostrils flaring. He glared at Darrius through bulging, bloodshot eyes. His fists tightened and the muscles across his face twitched as thoughts of destruction raced through his mind. 

Darrius remained calm. He removed all emotion from his face—his eyes drooped, and his mouth relaxed. Despite his height, he tried to appear smaller and non-threatening by rolling his shoulders down and forward. A sense of calm eked from his pores as he breathed evenly, discreetly blowing healing energy toward his friend. It was risky. Stygian could notice his efforts and retaliate, but Darrius had to try.

Several tense seconds passed before Stygian’s eyes relaxed, slowly opening and closing like a sleepy child. He yawned, releasing the rigid muscles gripping his sneer. Finally, his arms fell by his side, fingers uncurling. Darrius continued the healing magic until Stygian’s breaths appeared slow and steady, and his head dipped toward his chest. 

“Stygian?” Darrius whispered. 

“I feel strange,” his friend squeaked in a strangled whisper. “I no longer feel as though I can control this body.” Anguish colored his reply. Stygian raised his head. His eyes blurred with tears. Puzzled, he dabbed at them and studied the moisture. “This is new,” he said as he pushed a finger toward Darrius.

Darrius nodded. “Emotion. Your situation pains you and your body responded to your torment.”

“It’s a weakness.” Stygian sighed a heavy breath. “You had a question?”

Moments earlier, Stygian was on the verge of attacking him. But now, his friend appeared calm and receptive. Darrius glanced at the soldiers who impatiently shuffled their feet, anxiously watching the interaction between the two friends. He approached Stygian and leaned close so he could whisper, “What did you hope to achieve with the blood magic?”

Stygian’s demeanor changed. The emotional calm provided by the healing magic vanished releasing the tortured soul that resided deep inside Stygian. “That’s what I like about you, Darrius. You’re blunt and don’t waste my time with weak words.” A forced smile flashed across Stygian’s face and then disappeared. 

The two men studied each other for several tense moments before Stygian mentally replied, I do not care to share my reasons with these soldiers. What I do and what I feel are none of their business. Stygian reached forward with his needle-sharp thumbnail and lightly touched Darrius’ cheek. A small slit appeared, blood droplets popping along the seam. Despite the searing pain, Darrius did not flinch. Stygian’s lips curled upward in a wicked sneer, relishing the power he exhibited over his friend. I hoped to transform my body back to my Cererian form. This human body is unbearable. The emotions and the physical limitations annoy me.

Darrius listened attentively. He looked beyond Stygian and scanned the soldiers’ faces. They were glazed with a mixture of dread and concern. But you cannot undo that which has been done. We were given these forms so that we could successfully interact with the natural populations. We cannot abandon these vessels that sustain our lives. 

“I will not accept this fate!” 

Stygian’s bellow startled the soldiers. Their eyes widened in fright. Andee cowered behind his son, Benedict, while Thane and Everild stumbled backward, concerned that Stygian’s anger would engulf them like a fiery tsunami. In the moment of his tantrum, the tall man with flaxen hair and sunburned, skin appeared more like an unruly child and not the Nordic warrior whose DNA was used to reanimate his human body. 

Cererian outbursts were rare. The beings from the dwarf planet over two hundred million miles from Earth had evolved, shedding physical bodies for forms consisting primarily of pure energy—transparent, egg-shaped forms bearing two slender appendages on either side, and two dark circles near the top. Tangible logic motivated them, not emotions, which were deemed unnecessary. 

Andee discreetly peered at his son, Benedict, and mentally messaged, Stygian grows angrier each day. Our leader’s behavior is troubling. 

Benedict gazed at Stygian who had retreated to the shade of a nearby sugar pine tree. The young man did not resemble Andee at all. He stretched almost seven feet tall with gangly arms and legs that sprouted from his lean body as if he was made of rubber. His grayish-white skin gave him the appearance of a cadaver, sprouting long, white hair. 

It’s the land, father. The unusual energy is affecting our minds. I feel it too.


      [image: ]“Thane. Everild. Come here!” Stygian glared at his men, jerking his hand impatiently. 

The two soldiers ran to his side and replied in unison, “Sir!” 

A sneer knifed across Stygian’s face which flamed red from the sun’s heat. He narrowed his eyes and wrinkled his nose in deep disgust as if smelling something unpleasant. The soldiers lowered their eyes and clenched their hands, fearing punishment, which had become progressively brutal since their arrival on Earth.

Stygian stared at their bowed heads. For a flicker of a second, he considered bashing in their skulls. But a slight movement caught his eye. The hands of his soldiers trembled. Stygian’s mouth jerked upward into a twisted grin. He breathed deeply, inhaling the luscious scent of intense fear. A shadow of superiority scurried across his face. Through fear his men would do his bidding no matter what he asked. 

“We have been walking for seven days, and we have yet to encounter any life forms. How do you explain this?” 

Thane and Everild exchanged sideways glances. The men panted from the heat and the terror raced upward from the pits of their stomachs. They didn’t have an answer, but their leader expected a reply. They mutely responded with shrugs.

Stygian tilted his head back and screamed into the sky. “Where are the humans?” 

His words raced across the valley before reaching Denali’s peak. The earth spirit captured his words and swallowed them, silencing the echo. An eerie quietness drifted across the landscape. The soldiers peered into the distance while Stygian tilted his head, listening for words that would never return. Darrius’ intuition nagged him. Something was amiss, beyond the bizarre actions of his comrade. 

Nearby, a family of ravens observed the humans. Having settled onto a sandbar several yards down the creek, the corvids had been pecking the water for crabs and minnows when Stygian’s wail interrupted their hunt. The matriarch shifted her gaze from Stygian to Denali. Unspoken words flowed between them. After several moments, the raven squawked, and the flock launched into the sky.

Sweat rolled down his cheeks and frothy spittle flew from his mouth as Stygian paced back and forth. He released his fury on the soldiers, screaming at the defeated men. Occasionally he stopped and threatened one of the soldiers with a balled fist, shaking it in their face, demanding an explanation. But there were no answers. The terrified men remained at attention, trembling, as their commander showered them with insults. 

Veins in his neck bulged like thick cords. Adrenalin surged through Stygian’s body. His nostrils flared, tantalized by the stress hormones secreted by the soldiers’ bodies. He inhaled greedily, latching on to the exhilaration each breath delivered. Like a parched man clutching a cup of cool water, Stygian eagerly drank in the fear-filled emotions. Consuming the misery of others fueled his arrogance and suppressed his own emotions, feelings that he deemed weaknesses. 

Darrius sighed. This was not the Stygian he knew. It pained him to watch his friend transform into a despicable leader. The person antagonizing the soldiers was not his trusted friend. Within the first seven days of their arrival on Earth to study the inhabitants, the soldiers had collected more data on their own physical and mental failures than on the biological offerings of the planet. A troubled smile flickered across his face. The irony was amusing. But there was nothing funny about their situation. What toll were these mood swings having on his friend and the mission?

Darkness descends. The melodic voice floated in his mind like the tinkling of a small bell.

Darrius held his breath. It wasn’t Stygian or the soldiers. He surveyed the landscape, looking for anything out of place. A black cloud of ravens flew overhead. An unsettling stillness thickened the air.

A gentle thrumming began. Initially, the hum was low, almost inaudible. Then it grew in tempo until the ground vibrated beneath his feet and the wildflowers quavered on their stems. Darrius kicked the grasses and flowers convinced insects were causing the noise but found nothing. A chilly breeze swept by his cheek. Darrius shivered. Pimples dotted his arms. He stared at the curious bumps. Another human curiosity he’d study later.

Darkness descends. The voice rang louder this time and the humming ceased. 

Darrius searched the meadow, unnerved by the stillness, but again found nothing. He grew tired of this game. He opened his mind.

If you are trying to communicate with me, then face me and talk with me. These whispers in my mind are games for children. 

He took a chance hoping his words were not too harsh, and that they would prompt the entity to join him.

In the distance, a vibration rumbled up from deep beneath the mountain. Denali’s heartbeat pulsed forward, racing across the valley toward Darrius. On the crest of the shockwave rode an intense energy—natural magic. As it roared across the meadow, the landscape sprang to life. All living things—the trees, the rocks, and even the beasts—sang the song of Denali. The air sizzled with charged electricity. 

Snaps, pops, and clicks exploded around Darrius. The hairs on his body stood at attention, reaching for the magnetic energy crashing over him. Darrius glanced back to Stygian and the men. The soldiers bent their heads against another volley of insults from their leader. If they felt the strange energy, they gave no indication.  

The small earthquake roiled under Darrius’ boots. He wondered if this odd energy was a reply to his message. Were these vibrations and static charges a precursor to an entity’s arrival?

Caw.

Glancing up, he saw a large raven skimming just overhead. The black bird flew toward Denali before banking to the right and circling the meadow. It returned to Darrius. This time the bird dipped low, its talons scraping across his head attempting to capture his attention. Intuition poked at Darrius. The raven flew off urging Darrius to follow it.

There was something remarkable about this creature. Its appearance coincided with the arrival of the strange vibrations. What if the key to understanding this land was to listen to the inhabitants living in this natural energy? Darrius gazed after the raven, following its flight. The bird suddenly dropped, landing on a monolithic boulder. The massive rock stood in a flood of purple lupines puddling down the valley toward Denali. The raven bobbed its head and cawed.

The warmth of understanding seeped across Darrius’ mind. This boulder was significant, an important entity that shouldn’t be ignored. Had this rock tried to communicate with him? As before, he opened his mind and reached out. He’d never mind-probed a solid object before. But this land, and its energy, was so different from Ceres.

Are you the being who reached out to me? Darrius waited. He quivered with excitement, but there was also an undercurrent of anxiety. Several moments passed before he received his reply.

Darkness descends. 

Darrius sighed. Perhaps he didn’t yet understand how to communicate with this being. He needed to try harder. After all, the entity chose him from the rest of the soldiers. There’s an honor that accompanies that appointment…and a responsibility. Asking a different question might produce a different response. He faced the boulder and tried again. 

What is the darkness? he asked.

The evil that arrived with you.
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